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Excavating “Globalization”
from Street Level

Homeless Men Recycle Their Pasts

Teresa Gowan

A San Francisco paramedic is eating with his firefighter colleagues
in the fire station kitchen, He complains of yet another call to haul
a collapsed wino covered in vomit out of the gutter. “I should have
slipped him something.” Eyes shift uneasily. Some of the firefighters
chuckle, others pretend not to hear,

I tell this anecdote to one of the homeless recyclers, Anthony. He
laughs. “Put us out of our misery, I guess. Didn’t I tell you we rank
down somewhere with the stray cats? . . . That kind of attitude, that’s
the whole point with recycling. When I'm working hard right before
their eyes no one can say I'm just a smelly drain on the public
purse.”

Studies of homelessness do not dwell particularly on smelliness,
yet sickness and inadequacy take center stage, resulting in a lit-
erature that neglects to analyze independent income-generation.
Anthony and many of his colleagues take their work very seriously,
and I decided that work, rather than disability, should be my starting
point.

The material in this chapter is the product of several episodes of
ethnographic research with some twenty-five homeless recyclers liv-
ing and working in various San Francisco neighborhoods. Following
my decision to prioritize work, I approached the recyclers in the
street, or in the recycling company yards, rather than through the
service agencies catering to the homeless. Using a combination of

participant observation and informal interviewing, I got to know the
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men by working with them and spending leisure time together, as
well as through recorded interviews, _

Over time we climbed into dumpsters together, shared beer un-
der the freeways, and met up for occasional fry-ups in my kitchen.
They brought me pans, sweaters, and jewelry from dumpsters and
acted as my protectors in dodgy situations. I helped with welfare
and disability claims, giving them breakfast or a place to shower
or visiting them in jail.

In this fieldwork I focused primarily on those who were the most

-serious about their work, the most productive. And the interest was

often mutual. Approaching men as recyclers, and explicitly starting
with a curiosity about recycling as work, I find that my work appeals
most to those men whose life-worlds support my thesis. Men who are
investing recyding with a great deal of meaning, using scavenging to
practice a specifically worker identity, respond instantly and enthusi-
astically to my inquiries about the recycling life. Certainly some of
the sample group, including Sam and Clarence, are champion recy-
clers, carrying some of the biggest loads in the city.

Linitially framed the homeless recyclers as survivors, making a
place for themselves in a growing third-world-style informal econ-
omy. Yet the work of homeless recyclers makes little sense outside
the context of their general isolation and rejection by the broader
society. As Anthony’s comment suggests, the recyclers tend to inter-
pret their work as an escape from stigma. But they do not escape,
really. They are still homeless, mostly addicts and alcoholics, and few
observers appreciate their efforts. :

The “they are workers too” angle, while providing legitimate posi-
tive images, came to feel blinkered. One limitation of doing ethnog-
raphy with the marginalized is that it is hard to see the mechanisms
of exclusion. You can study the agencies trying to mop up the prob-
lem, but you, like your subjects, are cut off from the larger social
turns—institutional, economic, political-—that provide the context
(although not necessarily the proximal cause) of their miseries.

In Castells's terms, people like the recyclers are stuck in a stripped,
decaying “space of places,” unable to hook into the “space of flows”
of the information age.

In this paper, the instrument I use - to hook into the big picture
is nostalgia, the nostalgia of the dispossessed for the lives they have

lost. In each case, individual regrets and losses connect to the large-
{
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scale social shifts set off by what we call “globalization.” Unlike many
homeless Americans, Sam, Clarence, and Desmond have not always
been marginalized and destitute, and their attempts to maintain self-
respect through “honest labor” reflect value systems learned in more
prosperous times. They are the subjects of this chapter because their
nostalgia for the past helps us to explore globalization as loss, not
because they are more moral, or more “deserving” than other poor
Americans.

“Are you a twenty-first-century man?” asks a Details magazine quiz, inviting its
hipster targets to “see if you're headed for the dustbin of history. or the fast
track to the future.” High scorers are praised for their adaptability:

Congratulations. You’re wary of any and all organizations,. you rely on no
group, government, or organized religion. . . . you let expedxe.nce g‘ul(‘ie your
lifestyle choices, you are able to think on your feet and sanguinely shift jobs,
friends, lovers, and residences at the drop of a virtual hat. In other words,
you're ready for the twenty-first century.?

Details puts a positive spin on the nineties economy, encouraging its
young male readers to embrace flexibility over prt‘:d.ictable career paths,
opportunity over job security. The tone may be ironic, but t?r}ly with that
Generation X kind of superficial ironic gloss, which lacks a critical refere.nt
under its raised eyebrows and knowledgeable smirk. The message prevails,
Safety is for sadsack losers, but you, dear reader, are smart, independent,
healthy, suave, entrepreneurial enough to play to win. You're money,.baby.

The Details reader knows he has to stay lean and hungry, always with an
eye to better opportunities, new niches. Jobs-forlife are gone, but the new
economy offers quick bucks and stellar careers for the best and the bright-
est. Like the man with no name, the entrepreneurial individualist can come
into his own, proving his courage and self-reliance in the Wild West of flex-
ible capitalism, ‘ ]

Much of this is boyish escapism. The kinds of entrepreneurs profiled in
the magazine are hardly the unattached warriors celebrated in the quiz,
what with their telltale signs of vital contacts made at top-tier col_Ieg.es, of
helpful investments from family members. It is a different kind .Of risk if you
can return to managing Mom's apartment buildings when things are not
working out. o _

Can twentyfirst-century man be found among more marginalized Ameri-
cans? The writers at Defails are unlikely to conceive of their supremely adap-
tive flexible being as a sex worker, migrant farm laborer, or prep _cook, }et
alone a homeless crack addict, panhandler, or thief, yet the insecurity,
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mobility, flux, and fragmentation of Details’ “twenty-first century” is far truer
for the poor than for college-educated professionals, Broadly speaking, the
lower you go down the economic scale, the less stability you find, and there
is nowhere in America where the basic conditions of everyday life are more
volatile than on skid row. In the public soap opera played out endlessly in
skid row streets across the country, only continued poverty and disappoint-
ment can be relied on. Devastating stabs of ill-luck become mundane, and
for those without shelter the knocks seem to follow faster and harder. Any
time, almost any place, such naked lives lie open to predators biological,
criminal, voyeuristic, bureaucratic. Pneumonia, arrest, AIDS, robbery, or
the official confiscation of those personal effects carefully nursed through
the wilderness, maybe even murder: any or all become possible, even likely,
for a person reduced to the status of homeless derelict.

Indeed some homeless men respond to the unstable conditions of life on
the street with a remarkable flexibility. The bastard brothers of the entre-
preneurial techno-yuppies targeted by Details, such twenty-first-century
(nineteenth-century? third-world?) have-nots adopt a “hustler” mode of
homeless life.* They improvise their daily needs through combinations of
panhandling, plasma sales, selling the Street Sheet newspaper, dumpster-div-
ing for things to sell on the sidewalk, prostitution, using soup kitchens and
other charity organizations, petty theft, recycling, selling personal posses-
sions, and small-time drug dealing.

The “Hustler as twenty-first-century man” fits the perspective on homeless
workers developed by David Snow and his collaborators.® They describe the
money-making strategies of the homeless as a set of improvisations for sur-
vival, a constant ad-libbing for daily needs. And much of what they have to
say about the unpredictability and constant crisis of homeless life rings true
in the lives of the men featured in this chapter. '

Yet man rarely lives on junk and booze alone. The stigma, assaults, and
casual isults of street life knock away most external referents for self:
respect, making the project to ¢ someone more crucial than ever. But what
kind of someonefeels like the real you? That depends in the main on who you
already are, on who you have been before.

The homeless recyclers featured here—the “pros”——are most reluctant
to see themselves as playing the system. Instead, they stride across the city,
working hard and fast. Usually following established routes and stopping
places, they sort their findings into great bags of bottles and cans tied on to
their shopping carts, heaving up to two hundred pounds to the recycling:
companies each run. The most strenuous toilers treat themselves as beasts
of burden, harnessing themselves to pull two large carts at once. For others
it is more important to use their work to reconnect socially with the non-
homeless, or to assert their claims to public space as legitimate trash work-
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ers. But what the pros hold in common is the resclve to turn their backs on
the painful boredom of skid row life, as they try with all their strength to cre-
ate lives that are still “decent” in their own eyes.

For these men have not always been poor. In comparison with homeless
street vendors or drug dealers, who tend to share much more uniformly
marginal and impoverished life histories, many of the pro recyclers have 51,.1f-
fered massive drops in income and status. In earlier lives they were_long—dg—
tance truckdrivers, dockers, mechanics, career soldiers, industry electri-
cians, welders, and delivery drivers. Many of them had union jobs, and most
of those who did not were still entitled to health benefits and some degree
of job security. - .

‘Those earlier lives are gone, dissolved in a compound of poisons equal
parts unique and commonplace. Within the current social context of excl‘u-
sion and intolerance, misfortunes or wrong turnings surmountable in
kinder times now serve as life sentences. The inexorable decline of the recy-
clers’ “prospects” since the 1g970s has reacted and multipliecli with joble'ss-
ness, family tragedies and unravelings, despair, hallucinatlops, rayopias
born of substance love, self-disgust, or incarceration. Connections to inst-
tutions that could save them from this dramatic social fall have corroded
and crumbled, leaving them to scramble for day-to-day survival. ‘

Yet while the lives of the pros are inescapably overshadowed by their
immediate needs, they do their best to minimize their time spent in hust%er
mode. Instead they play down their desperation in favor of the peculiar
comforts of routinized hard labor. Recycling, as their major means of sub-
sistence, becomes not only an essential economic floor, the bare bones of

- survival, but a broad praject to recover and celebrate the routines, produc-
tivity, skill, and solidarity of blue-collar work.

The efforts of the recyclers to carve out normality from stigma and to cre-
ate routine from the anomie of unemployment is by no means reflected in
the main body of the academic literature on homelessness. The vast social
welfare machine dominates the field, converging on the failures, sickness,
or cultural incompetence of the homeless individual. This perspective
therefore “brackets” the broader social context of the vast increase in home-
lessness since the mid-seventies. Large-scale authoritative research projects
on poverty are usually seduced into such methodological individualism by
the government agencies that can provide their bread and butter,

One advantage of cheap, small-scale qualitative research is that one does
not need to work within these limitations, Therefore, instead of using my
spotlight on these homeless men-to test the dominant theories on hOl’l:lC-
lessness on their own grounds, [ use it to illuminate their relationships with
the bigger picture, the picture of changing America, the world outside the
brackets. The idea is to dig up local traces of the huge shakeup we call “glob-
alization,” experienced in the United States as a systemic turn away from the
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Keynesian social contract among government, corporations, and unions of
the postwar years toward the contemporary period of deregulation, welfare-
state dismantling, and union busting.

If we take globalization to mean the transformations of locales by
processes instigated or maintained from outside national borders, the
United States has been at the center of various forms of globalization for
hundreds of years, as both a site and an agent of raw collisions among
Europe, America, and Africa. Today, in the richest and most powerful
nation on earth, this new “globalization” does not represent a new shaiter-
ing of the integrity of the local; our “locals” were already globally connected,
expansive, reflexive. What Americans are experiencing is instead a gradual
replacement of the previous military, Keynesian form of globalization with
a fresh neoliberal coalition, one representing changed forms of capital, dif-
ferent sensibilities, new winners, and new losers, as well as a resurgence of
traditional “conservative” discourse. :

Conservative theory defines men like the recyclers, able-bodied single
men, as high-functioning deviants in rebellion against the market. The solu-
tion, say the rhetoricians of market freedom, is to force the dependent poor
to adapt to the current economic structure by removing the safety nets that
guarantee their subsistence. Severe penalties for crime will ensure that
these newly stimulated energies toward subsistence will be channeled to
legitimate activities. Only then will such men be forced by their need for
subsistence to learn new skills, or to take jobs at wage and status levels they
might previously have found demeaning,

Conservative policies have been put into practice at all levels of govern-
ment over the last ten years. Financial entitlements have been transformed
and safety nets removed, culminating with the 1996 abolition of the sixty-
two-year old AFDC program, and the devolution of responsibility for the
unemployed to the local level. States are sanctioned with the withdrawal of
federal support if they do not institute lifetime welfare limits.

Local governments increasingly require work in exchange for the bare
subsistence allowed to prisoners and welfare recipients. The number of wel-
fare recipients in compulsory work programs is expected to reach one mil-
lion within the next few months. As of June 1gg#7 there were nearly 3,000
“workfare” workers cleaning San Francisco's streets, buses, parks, and hous-
ing projects for roughly one tenth of the pay of regular city employees, The
new welfare laws could add up to 25,000 more workfare workers within the
next two years. '

Entitlements to freedom of movement have also been withdrawn. While
a million and a half men and women swell the penal colonies, the space out-
side is more subtly restricted. All over the United States public space is being
redefined both formally and informally as private space with selective access
for people who do not look poor. New downtown developments use anti-
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homeless architecture that closes off “public” space to pedestrian access. In
the same commercial strips where consumers are encouraged to browse and
linger, homeless people are moved on, cited, and arrested for “encamp-
ment” or “obstructing freedom of movement.” “Quality of life” offenses not
enforced since the depression have been reactivated all over America, mak-
ing many basic human functions (sleeping, urmatmg, and so on) illegal to
those outside.”

The San Francisco version of “quahty of life” enforcement was initiated
by the “Matrix” program under Mayor Frank Jordan's administration, start-
ing in August of 1993, Under Matrix, homeless people received ten to
fifteen thousand citations a year for offenses such as “encampment,” “drink-
ing in public,” “aggressive panhandling,” “urinating in public,” or “obstruct-
ing freedom of movement.” While Matrix’s status as an official high-profile
political campaign was officially terminated in 1996, the ticketing policy has
persisted. The fine for the average citation is $76, rising to about $180 and
an arrest warrant if left unpaid. Most homeless people are unable to pay
these fines, leaving thousands of them with outstanding warrants.®

THE NOSTALGIA OF THE DISPOSSESSED

There are so many mediating institutions, biographical particularities, and
quirks of fate lying between the forces of “globalization” or “neoliberalism”
and any one individual. It is hard to justify a simple causal line from struc-
tural sea-change to individual disaster. Yet across the industrialized world
there are striking correlations among increased corporate mobility across
national borders, conservative political ascendancy, and the return of mass
indigence, both on and off the streets. The conceptual and political diffi-
culties involved in actually proving some causal relationship between the huge
and the personal should not foreclose its exploration. Otherwise we have
nothing to work with but the decontextualized, sometimes degrading, per-
sonal details revealed by the disease model of the social welfare institutions.

The tool of exploration I use here is the concept of nostalgia. Kathleen
Stewart defines nostalgia as the attempt to place oneself in time and place,
creating “an interpretive space” in reaction to the alienation of postmodern
life.? She draws a distinction between two different forms of nostalgia within
- “late capitalism.” :

.. it depends on where you stand: from one place in the cultural landscape
nostalgia is a schizophrenic exhilaration of a pure present that reads images
for their own sake; from an other place it is a pained, watchful desire to frame
the cultural present in relation to an “other” world—to make of the present
a cultural object that can be seen, appropriated, refused, disrupted or “made
something of.”
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Stewart defines the first kind of nostalgia as the act of taking possession:
“Here, individual life narratives dramatize acts of separation (freedom,
choice, creativity, imagination, the power to model and plan and act on
life).”® In such a way the disappearing blue-collar lifestyle mourned by
many homeless recyclers is appropriated as kitsch in front of their eyes by
pseudo-Bohemian multimedia programmers weanng vintage work shirts
with “Johnny” or “Ray” sewn on the chest.

In contrast to this first nostalgia with its power to choose, to freely appro-
priate, Stewart presents her “other” nostalgia, which might be called the
nostalgia of the dispossessed. The “others,” who live away from the highways
of power and self-determination, experience nostalgia as a “painful home-
sickness,” which aims at “the redemption of expressive images and speech.”
Those deprived of former certainties and thrown into chaos and loss use
nostalgia as a way of placing themselves mszde a surrounding world which
makes sense.!

As a collective attempt to reclaim a past world nostalgia can sharply point
up the places where a person’s life-turns most clearly knit into a bigger fab-
ric of experiences common to others in similar socia) locations. For each of
the recyclers, the past is a primary referent. Although their pictures of the
past are both similar and different, they all see the present in relation to
how things “used to be.” Each of them makes a life on the street where he
can make use of skills, habits, and ways of thinking learned under quite dif-
ferent conditions. In this they are no different from most of us. What is less
commonplace about the recyclers is the massive changes in their social
standing between then and now. Stigma and extreme downward mobility
make them favor the past with the intensity of dying men.

Stewart’s “nostalgia of the dispossessed” describes how I understand the
attempts of the homeless recyclers to recreate familiar worlds out of the dis-
orientation and degradation of life on the street. They assert values and life-
ways drawn from the past as both critique and shield against the alien land-
scape of the new, that landscape we attempt to contain and describe with
the encompassing hot signifier, “globalization.”

For the pros, the current version of globalization feels different from the
Pax Americana of their past. This version has no place for them, and con-
sequently appears as a collection of alien forces. Experiences of globaliza-
tion are all about subject position. For the purposes of this chapter, I focus
on three of the pros, S8am, Clarence, and Desmond, taken from a broader
fieldwork sample of twenty-five. They are not composites, but discrete indi-

‘viduals who happen to share certain hlstones, sensibilities, and strategies

with others of the group.
As they mourn and try to keep alive the worlds of their earlier lives, the
particular nostalgias of each man point up particular elements of the shift
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from Keynesianism to the neoliberal new world order. The h?meless
ex-manual worker Sam has been marked for life by deindustrialization and
the decline in secure employment. The homeless veteran Clarence pas wit-
nessed the doors closing on the giant work-creation program provided by
the postwar military. And the homeless ex-convict Desmond laments the
civil war on the African American working class represented by the War on
Drugs.

WORK WILL SET YOU FREE: SAM

Sam is a muscular, taciturn Polish American in his early fifties. He spent his
youth working on his own hotrods and playing a lot of football, and l}e mar-
ried straight out of high school. He never saw the need for schoohng, he
says, being confident in his mechanical abilities. Sam bec:ame a h{g.hly
skilled mechanic, holding down a couple of long-term union jobs repairing
trucks and industrial machines before he became unemployed, and then
homeless.

“Sam’s knees ache from old sports injuries, but he works continually,
putting in two heavy shifts every day and rarely stopping to rest. Keeping his
cart on the road he steams along, head down and leaning hard into the
weight of the recycling. As he picks up bottles and cans he keeps his eyes on
his work, fast sorting each piece into the proper category. One of the less
vigorous recyclers who shares Sam’s turf calls him “Robocan.”

For Sam, it is very important to have his recycling already sorted, becaIIJSt:
he does not really like to spend much time at the recycling plants. Bemg
around homeless people who are less obsessively workaholic thz}n he is
really bothers him. He assumes laziness in other recyclers on the.ljams of any
public rest-taking or excessive talking. Black recyclers are particularly sus-
pect. “I just don’t want any of that bullshit,” he told me after a black rev.“:ycler
I know had tried to initiate conversation with the two of us. “I'm not inter-
ested in shooting the shit. I don’t come here for fun. This is work.” Sam him-
self never takes a break anywhere in clear public view.

When Sam hit forty he was still living with his second wife in his own
house in Pittsburg, a working-class town in the East Bay. He has hinted on
occasion that his second marriage ended “badly,” saying that he does not
blame his wife for kicking him out. “She couldn’t believe what she married.
Nor could 1.” He has four children and two grandchildren, but he does not
see any of them except when there is a marriage or death in the family.

Sam explains the deterioration of his second marriage as a result of
unemployment and subsequent heavy drinking. (This is not unusu?.l. The
divorce rate is around 50 percent higher than the national average in fam-
ilies where the father has lost a job and cannot quickly find an equiva.lent
one.'?) First Sam was laid off from well-paid union work repairing engines
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for 2 utility company in 1985. He had been working on the same vehicles
for years, and knew them inside out. But engines changed, and he could not
get motivated to learn the new technology. “Hit me hard, being on the scrap
heap, Ill admit that. . . . You don’t much consider about unemployment,
you know, tll it happens to you. Then it’s too late to get your bearings.”
Electronic tinkering with new models “controlled by a stupid piece of plas-
tic” offended his deep love of “real” cars, to which he had dedicated both
work and leisure hours since he was a teenager.

Sam ' found it very hard to deal with his declining position in the labor
market. His last job was with a nonunion corporation specializing in brake
repair, where he never actually got to work on cars, but instead had to fol-
low a monotonous and rigidly enforced routine. Even though the pay was
lower than ten years before, Sam started spending half his income on
cocaine. “My heart wasn't with my job anymore, and the manager was always
pushing me. He gave us no respect. . . . So I got to putting half my paycheck
up my nose. No woman to check up on me.” [Sam winks.] “I was generally
demoralized, you know. Everything had gone to shit.”

When homeless recyclers like Sam express disbelief at their decreasing abil-
ities to command either decent wages or respectful treatment in the years
before they became homeless, they are pointing to a phenomenon bigger
than their own personal shifts in social location. Call it what you will—a
“space of flows,” disorganized capitalism, the condition of postmodernity, or
late capitalism'®*—there are several ways in which the Bay Area economy of
the nineties manifests qualitative breaks with the situation twenty years ago.

On the national level, large-scale, collective, wage-bargaining structures
have disappeared. Monopolies have broken out of state regulation almost
entirely, and manufacturing jobs have either gone elsewhere or been trans-
formed into minimum-wage, temporary work—work designed for women,
immigrants, and young men who do not have the memories of better con-
ditions that might make them mutinous, .

California suffered the effects of this restructuring later than the older
manufacturing regions of the United States. The state was insulated from
the manufacturing collapse of the early 1980s by its disproportionate share
of defense contracts, its large share of computer and bio-tech companies,
and a real-estate frenzy financed by the Los Angeles-based junk-bond
boom. : :

The early ninetes revealed the inability of these industries to sustain gen-
eral prosperity. Working-class Californians suffered from a prolonged and
severe recession, losing 1.5 million jobs in 1ggo—g2, including a quarter of
all manufacturing jobs. Construction, always the best bet for unskilled mate
labor, practically stopped—the rate of housing starts in the early nineties
was the lowest since the Second World War.!® Several white recyclers have
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mentioned that journeyman work used to earn them twelve to fourteen dol-
lars an hour. By 1994 it was down to six or seven. In the Bay Area the dis-
junction between the decimation of heavy-industry work and the booming
computer industry added to the problems of blue collar workers by bring-
ing in large numbers of younger people with high disposable incomes who
are able to pay increasingly fantastic rents and house prices.

The unemployment crisis for manual workers has contributed to the
blossoming of the local informal economy. Unlicensed and tax-avoiding
entrepreneurs and their employees flourish, working as under-the-table taxi
drivers, carpenters, house cleaners, hair dressers, recyclers, mechanics, dog
walkers, electricians, junk vendors, garment-makers, psychics, roofers, man-
ufacturers, nannies, and gardeners.

Rather than providing competition for the more formal enterprises,
much informal work actually interlocks with it, increasing the profits to
large companies.’ In the case of San Francisco recycling, the garbage giant
Norcal dominates both the legal and the informal economies in trash.
Norcal holds the city contract for both garbage collection and curbside recy-
cling. The company also owns the two largest recycling companies in the
city, both of which buy the overwhelming majority of their materials from
the scavengers of the informal economy.

Sam and other ex-manual workers picking up bottles and cans on the
streets of San Francisco are participants in a great slide from secure wage
labor in the formal economy to insecure “survival strategies” outside of any
protective regulation. But the pros will not accept the idea that recycling
represents a reactive, hand-to-mouth existence, a desperate scrabbling at
the bottom of the heap. Rather, they all appreciate and take pleasure in
their work as a challenging, socially useful activity, which gives structure to
their days. In Sam's case, recycling is a vehicle for him to bring his old
mechanic persona alive again, competent and industrious. But in order to
convince himself with this act of will he needs to continuously distance him-
self from the apparition of the lazy scam artist.

Sam and most of the other white pros are quite explicit about differenti-
ating themselves from less hard-working homeless people. They often dis-
cuss the hopeless dependence, laziness, and irredeemable “snakishness” of
other poor men, men who are not “workers” in their eyes. Sometimes they
have good reasons for suspicion, Sniping across the timeworn frontier
between the deserving and the undeserving poor, they effortlessly slip into
a repertoire of contempt instilled in more prosperous former lives.

Their contempt is racialized: poor African Americans are the most com-
mon targets. However, most of the white recyclers make a point of express-
ing respect and collegiality toward the black recyclers, as long as they are
fiercely gung-ho about their work. Derick, a thirtysomething African
American veteran, credits Sam with getting him going as a successful recy-
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c]e.r. “You wouldn't know it, but he's tight, Sam. There was a time I was really
losing it, but he persuaded me recycling could make me some decent
money. [He] . . . gave me a bunch of good tips.”

Sam marches the streets to escape the ghost of himself as an undeserving
pauper. Other pro recyclers conjure up more positive, even evangelical,
understandings of their vigorous work ethic. David, another white recycler
with a much more countercultural history than Sam, talks passionatel‘y of

how the moment-to-moment sense of purpose, the rhythmic physical
‘ IS, effort
of it all, keeps him human. : " - .

I don’t know about other people but if I wasn’t able to recycle, I'd lose hope.
.I’d lose hope for being able to put one foot in front of the other. A lot of times
it's:a chalienge. Takes determination. . . . 'm not doing so well, T push harder.
It's like it accelerates you. . . . Some days I get to feel like the old Dave. . . . I
mean, I just get on with my work, no fuss, just like other guys.

While the physical work itself is usually solitary, the cultural work of the
pro recyclers can become a collective project. Many of the men naturally
talk about their work lives in terms of “we,” especially when appealing to the
soci:atl usefulness of recycling vis-4-vis other occupations of the homeless.
Takmg time out vnder the freeway one day, Anthony, Bill, and Javier dis-
cussed the superior morality of the recycling life:

Anthony: We're just trying to be decent, you know. I mean I could be a drug
dealer, because I do happen to have a connection. [Laughter.] But recyclers,
we want to choose the other road, not preyin’ onto people’s kids or stealing or
something. just cleaning up the neighborhood.

Jawier: But people disses us anyway. No respect. You're a bum, you're scum.

Bill: Not everyone disses us. OK, those ignorant motherfuckers don't see it,
but at least we know, and people with eyes know how we're doing a good job

out here, the recyclers. The best we can seeing as things are this fucking
rough. Well, most of us anyway. ) .

Anthony: Except Javier. [He shoves Javier affecﬁonately.]

Bill: You tore into those bags like a pack of coyotes, man, Definitely letting
down the profession. . . . . :

Javier: Never knew I was a professional. Well whaddaya know. I finally made it!
[General amusement. ]

SERGEANT TO SCAVENGER: CLARENCE

As he tells it, Fllarence was a mama’s boy. Rais:ed “strict” in a Baptist family in
a tract hox.ne in South Central Los Angeles, he was rarely in trouble and spent
most of his free time playing sports. But he was not altogether a happy child.
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His fear of his father, a man who combined substantial drinking with hellfire
sermonizing and righteous whippings, led him to escape the neighbprhood
as soon as he could. Leaving his family for good, he joined the army right out
of high school and did pretty well. Not seeing himself as the mac.ho type, he
gravitated toward “wheelin’ and dealin™ from his postas a slupphes clerk. In
his eight years stationed in Germany he built up seveI:al l,mks to the local
underground economy. ‘I bent the rules some, bu't didn’t de no harm—
everyone does it,” he says. This made him plenty of friends, bc.>th onhbase and
off, Clarence really liked Germany and misses his German fnend.s intensely,
From where he is now, his years in Germany appear both imposmbly.r far and
close to his heart. The details of his life over there, his daily routines, thfe
names of acquaintances, of local bars, shops, and parks, all are extra'c)fd1-
narily fresh in his mind. Like many African Americans, he experienced 11wpg
in western Europe as a release from the type of raciS{n he .ha'd, grown up with
in Los Angeles. "You never know what’s your good time Fxll it’s all over. Th'at
was my good time, I guess.” He sometimes dreams of getting together the air-
fare, but he knows it would be real different without the army.

Clarence is now 42 and a homeless recycler. He was discharged from the
Presidio army base in the late eighties, after failing a second randor.n drug
test. In shock, he unsuccessfully floundered for subsistence and housing. All
he knew was the army and its ways and means, and he had long 1o§t touch
with his family. He considered trying to find his mother. Maybe his father
was dead, or perhaps they had separated. In the end, Clarence was so
ashamed of his cocaine habit he could not face his mother a.nyh_ow. “1 mean,
1 was the good son, you know, not the crackhead. Funny thing is, I still am,
after all.” Not knowing other poor people, it took him six mo.nt}_;s to fmd the
soup kitchens and to get on General Assistance. Dl.ll'illg this time he lived
only a few minutes walk from his former base, camping on B:f.ker beach and
eating out of garbage cans. “I was too depressed to get my shit together, too
ashamed to ask for help. But one good thing, I got clean of cocaine, seeing
as I had no cash. Didn’t last though. . . . Drugs mess you up, but once you're
down, it’s all you've got.” .

Most of thf: day C%Iarence pushes two large carts around the city, follqw—
ing a recycling routine that he calls his “patrol.” Several restaurants save him
bottles and boxes. Apart from the obvious benefits of stab111z_1ng income,
such connections are important points of pride, ways to convince himself
and others that people who are not homeless rely on his services and_@st
him to keep to a routine. His manner is polite but preoccupnf:d, avoiding
casual eye contact, He often has a puzzled, distracted look, as if he lcannot
remember where he put something. . ‘

Clarence has made quite a success out of recycling, vrdnnmg the respect
of both suppliers and peers for the size and quality of his 19ads. He consid-
ers his work socially useful and insists that others realize this:
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The company, Norcal, doesn’t mind us talking to the public and asking per-
mission to pick up their recycling. They're working toward an environmental
consciousness. [ believe they want to make sure the trash goes to the right
place. We're sorting it out so it doesn’t break down an’ . . . [make] poisoned
contaminous toxic waste in the soil. '

To put Clarence’s interpretation in context, many other recyclers have
extremely antagonistic relationships with the same company, whose workers
arc sometimes physically violent to homeless recyclers. One manager tried
to persuade the Immigration and Naturalization Service to prosecute
another of the pros. Yet Clarence himself kas achieved a cordial relationship
with some Norcal staff, even working for them as a security guard on a few
occasions. Few “street” homeless people can make themselves acceptable
enough for wage labor, but Clarence manages to keep himself supernatu-
rally clean and well laundered, even though he sleeps in the same clothes
out on the bare sidewalk every night of the year.

Clarence has a similar approach to his relationship with the welfare
bureaucracy. Welfare officials often act as though clients not only have no

jobs; but no legitimate lives outside their claimant status. It is therefore easy
for them to treat such third-class citizens as though they have nothing bet-
ter to do than wait in line for seven hours or spend weeks collecting the
right forms for entitlement to maintain their bare subsistence. Men and
women on GA are publicly shamed by street-sweeping duties, which display
their dependent status to the general public. Yet Clarence rejects the more
common role of resentful, passive client, thinking of himself more as duti-
ful taxpayer than stigmatized pauper. '
Uniquely among the pros Clarence declares his earnings to the city:

You know, with General Assistance we're allowed to make money, and we mail
in our receipts once a month. 'm on this program now. We don't have to
sweep the streets and we can do recycling. Actually, we still go to workfare but
we're allowed to work part-time. We're atlowed to earn up to four hundred
bucks—well even more actually. Every one hundred dollars we earn we are

minus twenty dollars from our General Assistance . . . but we're in the plus
zone for, well, eighty bucks.

I mendoned to another recycler, Walter, that at least one recycler [ knew
sent in his recycling receipts to GA. He was amazed. “That’s not conscien-
tious,” he said, “that’s just insane.” Walter thinks that it is pointless to pur-
sue any legitimate relationship with the city, given that homeless people are
not treated like other citizens., “Why kid yourself?” was his take. But
Clarence will not participate in his own marginalization any more than he
has to. One afternoon Derick was complaining of his treatment in the GA
office. Clarence said, “OK, maybe. But you can’t give attitude, brother. Act
respectful and that’s what you get.” Derick shook his head, incredulous.
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“Respect! Right! You crazy man?” After his characteristic pause for thought,
Clarence answered, “Not really. Not yet.”

Clarence’s story is not unusual, The streets are full of homeless veterans.
As the biggest public works program of the postwar years, the military pro-
vided millions of jobs for working-class men and women, with job security
and decent benefits for veterans. For many African American and Latino
men, it opened a much-needed door into middle-class America. But warfare
is being transformed into a high-tech, highly mechanized affair, and the
mass-employment model is being gradually shed, removing the most reli-
able employment and training option for the young men of low-income
communities.

The changes mirror the shift in the rest of the American economy toward
a dual economy composed of well-paid symbolic analysts on the one hand
and a mass of low-paid and insecure service and assembly workers on the
other. A core of elite military officers and technicians land well-paid and sta-
ble employment, while millions of enlisted men and women clean floors
and stand guard at minimum-wage level. Basic military pay is $19g per week
before taxes, and unit commanders frequently use “Article 15” punishments
to further dock the soldiers’ pay for minor infractions. One in three recruits
drops out before completing his or her first term of enlistment."”

The restructuring of the military is a substantial area of deindustrializa-
tion. Like the Fortune 500 companies, the post-Cold War military has used
drug testing to push through large-scale redundancies. Started by the Navy
in 1981, a heavy regime of compulsory random testing spread to other
branches of the military, under the title of “surprise and deterrence.” By the
end of the eighties the Pentagon was claiming to have reduced illegal drug
use by two-thirds, leaving Clarence and many like him dishonorably dis-
charged.’

Making the best of his bleak chances as an unskilled fortysomething African
American, Clarence turns a brave face to the world, usually acting as if sleep-
ing on the sidewalk and pushing around four hundred pounds of bottles is
just fine with him. He tries to have faith that others will see him as the
upright, hard-working man he is. Yet sometimes he gives signs of what
might lie underneath this upbeat facade. Once [ asked him why he slept out
on the sidewalk beside a garment factory rather than finding a hiding place
like most of the others. “I've got nothing to hide,” he answered. “There’s no
need.” As Clarence tends to keep some cash on him, I asked him, “But
couldn’t you get jumped for your cash?” He shook his head and paused. He
screwed up his eyes, sighing. “Look, you can’t be givin’ them a reason, any
reason.” He changed the subject quickly. What he meant, I later under-
stood, was that he didn’t want to give other “decent” folk, let alone the
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police, any reason to classify him as a furtive criminal. He is no smalltime
dealer with a stash of rocks, no petty thief concealing his spoils, only an hon-
est worker of the underworld, with nothing to hide but his pain.

Clarence is not the deluded fool that Walter thinks he is. He knows that
his status as a homeless black crack-user is the archetype of the violent crim-
inal in mainstream popular culture. His response to this dilemma is to cre-
ate a transparent, strenuously legmmate life, which leaves no room for
suspicion.

In his struggle for respectability Clarence does his best to have the same
kinds of relationships with his suppliers, with the church, even with gov-
ernment that he would choose to have if he were not homeless. This is an
incredibly difficult task. For example, Clarence tried at one point to join a
church congregation, attending services for several weeks running. This
attempt to join a community of housed people on equal terms went into a
spin when two companions from the street insisted on joining him. They
slept through most of the service, then ran off with the collection money.
“That was just so depressing,” he said. “I knew they were up to something,
butI couldn’t be sure, you know.” Not only does Clarence act as if he is not
automatically stigmatized as a homeless man, but he also gives his compan-
ions the same benefit of the doubt he requests for himself. In his own words,
“You know, when you lose trust that’s it. You're gone.”

Clarence’s attempts to be “normal” mark his refusal to participate in the
stigmatizing process by pretending he does not see it. Trying hard not to
“default” on his “schedule,” he converts what most people consider a highly
informal hand-to-mouth subsistence practice into a legal, transparent rou-
tine. From informalizing the military, he has moved to formalizing the infor-
mal economy.

Clarence’s praject of transparency and connection is quite different
from Sam’s compulsion to throw himself passionately into his physical labor.
Without reducing either man to racial stereotypes, it seems clear that for
Clarence dignity is not to be achieved by back-breaking labor, “slaving.”
Such donkey work is all-too-connected with the legacy of slavery to be a
source of self-esteem. James, another African' American pro, is equally dis-
paraging of “pure” labor, commenting: “My old man slaved himself to an
early death laying tarmac. He wanted something better for me.” Most of the
African American recyclers underplay the physical effort involved, although
many of them work very hard indeed. For them, the pure effort and bodily
strength they put into recycling is not the primary honor in the work, not
the part that they say makes them feel more human. They are more con-
cerned to see themselves as skilled and knowledgeable, able to make and
maintain relationships with their suppliers. Sam, in striking antithesis, draws
on the longtime notion of the white Republican worker, for whom vigorous,
taciturn work habits form the cornerstone of individual freedom and oppor-
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tunity. Slavery and racial identity are touchstones of work identity for whites
as much as for African Americans. Sam’s embrace of (self-imposed) physi-
cal extremes that Clarence and James call slaving is partly about distin-
guishing himself from the “lazy” African Americans he will not speak to. In
similar, self-deceiving ways the white artisans of the pre-Civil War free states
attributed their freedom to their ability to independently discipline them-
selves, while they scorned the supposedly dependent and present-time-
oriented slave ' : C

LIFE SENTENCE: DESMOND

Desmond is a tall, slender black man in his early fifties. He has a charming,
quiet confidence—unlike most of the pros he gives the impression of com-
plete social competence—but his marginal status is marked by his cart and
his missing front teeth. He collects his cans in the North Beach area of the
city, which is the part most visited by San Francisco’s tourist hordes.

After a traumatic early childhood with a violent father, Desmond spent a
peaceful protected youth with his older sisters and grandparents. They
lived in Newark, New Jersey, where his grandparents both worked in the
local hospital, Grandma in the laundry, Grandpa delivering supplies to the
wards.

They were from the South, real traditional country people. They tried to raise
us respectful, but everything was so different outside the house. Newark was
Jjumpin’ back then, and I just lost my soul to music. And I don’t mean gospel
~music! . . . By fourteen years old, I'd say, I knew that was what [ was gonna do,
not waste my life in servitude like the old folks. That's what I was thinking.

Desmond started to work as an informal roadie at clubs a couple of

evenings a week, checking out soul bands. He traded his mother’s fur-

trimmed coat for his first electric guitar and amplifier. His grandma was not
pleased, butt let him have his way as long as he stayed in school.

Then I met Jimmy, my best buddy. He played bass for Sam McGee., . . , Sam
was big on the East Coast back then. Jimmy got me a job as roadie with that
ouitfit. See, he told Sam I was eighteen, but really I'd only just turned sixteen.
[ 'wasn’t even shaving yet, but yes Ma’am, I just left Mama Betty and the girls
and took off with those dudes, . . . Grandpa was already passed from his stroke,
you see.

Over the next fifteen years Desmond gradually worked himself up from
roadie to bass to rhythm guitar with McGee. On tour in Washington, D.C.,
he fell in love with a Trinidadian singer, who went on the road with the
band. They married and started a family. This was when things started to get
difficult financially. Shirley, his wife, made some money doing nails, but the
take-home pay from the aging band was not getting any better. Touring with

Pl
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a kid was crazy, they decided. Desmond tried in vain to find a slot in a local
cover band, which was making decent money. After their second child was
born in 1983, Desmond quit the band and tried to get some “regular” work.
A few weeks surveying the wreckage of the Newark economy moved them to
drive out to Los Angeles, where Desmond’s sister had settled. The situation
there looked more promising, but months of pounding the pavement failed
to turn up a job with “prospects” of any kind.

See, I never knew it would be so hard. All that time I'was with the band, I used
to think how everything would be easier with the family if I just gave up play-
ing out for a while, put in my time doing some honest labor. . . . [Laughs.]
Guess [ wasn't reading the papers. I would have been more responsible if T had
only got to build up seniority somewhere, but I wanted to follow my dream, I
should say our dream in fact. :

Later, Desmond qualified his regrets, saying, “See, I coulda been respon-
sible and still got screwed. Seniority is a long shot too, these days. I don’t see
too many of us-out there,” He meant black men working in the trades.
Desmond insists that the dismal labor market pushed him into drug dealing.

I couldn’t find anything, only jobs for kids. So after a few months starving my
babies and losing my self-respect at Taco Hell I quit. . . . Then I started deal-
ing bud [marjjuana] instead. In. fact, not instead exactly—I kept a parttime

.day gig at another fast-food Jjoint, dealt out the back door, Jjust like everyone
else. . ‘

Marfjuana got more and more expensive during the eighties, due to a
heavy crackdown on the growers upstate. Crack cocaine, on the other hand,
became far cheaper and more easily available. Like a couple of other men
in the sample, Desmond slipped from marijuana into dealing crack cocaine
without really thinking about the difference between the drugs.

It was around 1987, T was still into reefer myself, but crack was where to make
the easy money. That's what the people want now. Back in the seventies we
wanted to be mellow, now it's “Beam me up; Scotty,” “Make me crazy.” Now
maybé if I'd had a decentsized place I would have grown it [the reefer]
myself, but that wasn't an option with four people in a one-bedroom.

- In 1989 Desmond was caught sitting in his car with over six grams of crack

in his inside pocket. Unfortunately for him and thousands of other black
Californians, the féderal mandatory sentencing laws which had come into
effect the previous year required that he serve at least five years in prison.
This was a first drug offense and Desmond was a minor street dealer, yet
ironically this relative “innocence” left him vulnerable, with no bargaining
chips. Dealers with more connections, more information, can. usually
reduce their sentences in exchange for narr:éing some names,*

Desmond had rarely been in trouble, his worst previous encounter with
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the law being a drunk-driving offense several years b:afore. Now he was
ripped from his family, leaving them destitute. Or?ce m31.de, he sgﬂert?d the
panic, humiliation, and despair common to first-time prisoners, He did not
know how to fight:

See, 1 grcw up with womenfolk, and then, well, the mus:ic world, therc’s'a
bunch of mellow dudes. . .. You don’t want to know the shit Twent r.h;'ough in
there. Losing my teeth, that wasn't the worst of it. . . . Ipot myself throu:gh by
reading and watching too much TV.. .. Sta).ring ou,t of certain people’s way,
trying not to rattle this or that psycho’s chain, that's a full-ime occupation.

It is easy to be a felon if you are a working-class black man. While Fhe mili-
tary has cut back on its role as mass employer for unskilled working-class
men and women, the rising prison industry has taken up many of th'em. In:
California the number of prisoners has tripled since 1980, while nauonally
7.9 percent of the black population was either lock::-d up or ul_lder2 fupervx—
sion by 19go, compared with 1.7 percent of the. X:Vhlte population, _ _
Taken together with the downsizing of the military, the xfast expansm'n of
the incarceration industry since the end of the Cold War is emblematic of
certain changes in the priorities of American government. The gradu.al ero-
sion of the mass military and growth of a mass system of pe:qal c010n1e§ has
been particularly significant for working-class black men. African Americans
have been disproportionately represented in the lower rar}ks of the a}'med
forces since the Second World War, and have at the same time been dispro-
portionately hit by deindustrialization in the civilian economy. They now
account for over go percent of prisoners convicted of cx‘”ack cn.)c.am;;: dealing,
and the majority of homeless men in most large American Fltles. '
Drug possession and trafficking convictions are the engine of th'e incar-
ceration boom. In the years 1986 to 1991 the African Americans do1ng time
for drug offenses in state prisons increased by 465.5 percent.“’s. This law
enforcement emphasis on the predominantly black and Lau’no crack
cocaine trade is a relatively recent development. Until 1982 heroin was t_he
primary target of Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) ar{d local police
antidrug activity. Around that time the mass consumption of po'wder
cocaine mushroomed, primarily among the middle and uppe1;-m1ddle
classes. The economic structure of these sectors was quite hier'?trchlca.‘i, and
therefore relatively stable. The popularity of crack cocaine, taking (?ff in the
mid-eighties, “flattened” the structure of the drug trade. Anyone m.th c?ok-
ing equipment and baking powder could convert powder cocaine inte
rocks and join the competition. The ensuing turf-wa'.rs became more and
more violent, justifying increasing police focus on this new, more horizon-
tal industry. It seems that as the crack trade has consolidated, the crack-
related homicide rate has declined. The decline may, however, be too late
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to change public opinion. Media perceptions of the problem were manip-
ulated by the Reagan administration and the DEA, until most Journalists,
and therefore most Americans, accepted as common sense the idea that
street crack dealers were the primary agents of the decline of the quality of
life in the inner cities.®

Desmond’s experience would suggest.a more complex relationship
between devastated inner city neighborhoods and the crack trade. For him
dealing was a last resort rather than a longtime project. He says that he cer-
tainly had no ambition to rise in the business, only hoping to find something
else and get out. That is why he was halfheartedly working a street corner at
the age of forty. “It’s ironical how, well, I wasn’t really suited to dealing. Not
at all. For a start, I'm too softhearted. Some poor fiend come beg me for
credit I found it hard to resist. Especially women. I'm a family man.”

The mandatory sentencing required by the 1986 Anti-Drug Abuse Act
slammed down on Desmond and his companions in the vast pool of “clock-
ers” (street dealers), most of them Africani American and Latino men. Drug
arrests and convictions soared. Squeezed into dealing for subsistence by
tight labor markets, long-term poverty, racial segregation, and incremental
welfare destruction, thousands of nonviolent poor men and women were
pulled into the jaws of the expanding penalindustrial complex.

When she realized how long Desmond’s sentence was, Shirley took the girls
back to Trinidad, promising to come back when he was released. According
to Desmond, his wife's mother, an evangelicai Christian, was horrified by his
offense, and put pressure on Shirley to divorce him during his fourth year
in prison. He has never seen any of them since. On release, Desmond was
paroled to San Francisco, where he hoped to make a fresh start in a place
where no one knew him as a dealer. He did not contact his sister, hoping to
surprise her with good news later on. “Donna was good to Shirley, but
shamed of my fooling. I never could get her to visit me in the joint,” he said.

Good news never reached Donna. Desmond’s spirits were not high leav-
ing prison, and he easily sank in the Tenderloin district’s sea of indigent ex-
cons. Work seemed harder than ever to find, as he had no friends among
the working population. It was at this point, staying in a welfare hotel with
a prison acquaintance, that Desmond developed a crack habit for the first
time. “I znewwhat I was getting into. I was thinking, OK, things can’t get any
worse. May as well get high before I die.” With no one to turn to, crack
quickly exhausted his minimal income and he could no longer afford his
share of the room. : )

Recycling, he says, is the best street life offers. “Less of the bullshit, maybe
a fraction more of the respect.” Keeping his cart in the mouth of one of
three alleyways, Desmond can sit out on one of the main drags, retrieving
containers as soon as people discard them. Every fifteen minutes or so, he
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makes a small collection with a plastic bucket from the nearby public trash-
cans and sorts it into his cart. The rest of the time he sits on doorsteps, read-
ing the paper or talking. A few workers from the Italian restaurants will
bring him bottles, all stopping to discuss the weather or the news, He has
great “people skills,” a low-key charm and an ability to connect with a great
variety of people. “Yeah, I've always been sociable,” he explained. “I used to
work the audience real good. It was a pity I wasn’t a great singer.” Most days
Desmond sets off with his heavy load in the early evening, toward a recycling
company three miles across town. This is one of the few places where he can
sell his wine bottles, With the money he can usually afford two hamburgers,
a five dollar hit of crack, and some bourbon to get him through the night.
Compared to many homeless men, Desmond’s crack habit is quite well con-
trolled. He gets the crack and bourbon in the Tenderloin on his way back
to North Beach.

Desmond’s friend Julio, a Salvadoran bus boy at one of the upscale
Ttalian restaurants, arrives every couple of days with a load of empty wine
bottles and a spliff of marijuana to share in the alley. Sometimes he brings
leftovers. When they first became friends, Julio was convinced he could
eventually get Desmond a job as a dishwasher. “Have to keep trying, amigo.
Yow'll do good, I know.” Desmond would play along, “Maybe, we'll see,” but
told me privately that Julio was a great guy but he did not understand
America yet. :

Not black America anyway. T'm not saying it’s impossible for blacks to get
ahead, because I see plenty of them every day up here. Even those traveling
college kids with the sucker bags [back packs], some of those are black kids
now. But for us it's always been one strike you're out. Me, 'mi out, literally.
[Dresmond laughs.] ’

A couple of months after this conversation, Julio got Desmond an inter-
view with his manager. Desmond was ambivalent about going, but eventually
came to my place to spruce up, saying he did not want to hurt Julio’s feel-
ings. By the time he had to leave, he seemed optimistic, cracking jokes
about those free meals he would serve us when he was promoted to waiter.

Apparently the manager spent only about one minute talking to
Desmond and said he thought he already had someone for the job. Julio
and Desmond came away with different stories. Julio seemed frustrated that
Desmond acted too unenthusiastic, telling him, “You got to look like you
want that job.” Desmond was softly unyielding:

Look, hombre, I knew he wasn’t interested. He took one look at my face and
knew I was on hard times. I doubt they ever hire blacks in those joints any
more, even if ] wasn't a bum and a felon. . . . But my mouth doesn’t help, If 1
was really serious about employment, I need to get me Medicaid and see about
some dentures.
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Like all the.recyclers, Desmond feels that the nature of “society” has
changed, not just his own circumstances:

I'm sure of it, people in general, across the board, now they more out for
themselves. Proud to be selfish. You hear it all over, like “I'm getting me mine”

and all that bullshit. . . . I'm all for self-help you know, but, hell, we need some
unity, people. C

Another ex-con recycler, a white man called George, feels much the same
way:

I went to prison in '81. When I got out in ‘88, I found the change. Nothing
changes in prison, but when you come out, you know, into society, things are
always changing. When I came out, I found so many “snakish” people, people
who didn’t give a care about nothing. : ,

I asked George if the change was not more that now he was associating with
poorer people, unemployed or homeless. Afier all, he was in a very different
position in those days, as a delivery driver with an apartment and a girl
friend. ' ' '
It's true, no one gives a homeless guy the henefit of the doubt. But back then
you wouldn’t let 2 guy go homeless. Not unless he was truly fried [drug dam-

aged]. It didn’t seem so much of a problem. There was work, you know, s0 you
wouldn’t get stuck. . . . _ :

: Desnfond also complains of the difficulty of creating community on the
street, given tht? mutual fear and hostility among too many street people. He
talks of street life as a young man’s world, requiring the energy and appar-
ent invincibility of brutal youth: ' ' '

Oh, I dunno. Sometimes I think I'm just too old now. T never was real hard
and now, now I sure can’t deal with the kind of bullshit going down out here:
I mean, I sound like an old-timer: “things ain’t how they used to be.” Can’t
crest the wave s0 I got sand in the mouth. Shit.: '

Later that night Desmond ran over a variety of jobs he thought he could
do successfully. “I don’t ask for much right now,” he said, leaning his fore-
head against an alley wall. “Just give me a minimum-wage job and the
appearance of basic respect and D'l be that old-timer.”

INTO THE DUSTBIN OF HISTORY? -

Desp}te their differences, Sam, Clarence, and Desmond share a common
past in which they earned decent money and were generally treated respect-
fully. As a musician, Desmond was never in the solid financial position of
Sam and Clarence in their good days, but he moved in similar circles and
never doubted that a solid job would be his for the asking. Desmond
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remarked that “In the old days, you know, it felt like something to be
American, even for us” [black Americans]. “I used to know a couple of
dudes from India. ... We'd talk about how you'd never get that kind of
extreme shit over here. Not since slavery. But now. . . .” Desmond pointed to
a wheelchair-bound homeless man trying unsuccessfully to relieve himself
discreetly. “Now we've got that.”

Clarence, Sam, and Desmond may not have considered themselves for-
tunate at the time; but in retrospect their old days are bathed in a golden
glow. They experience the new order as a set of forces against them, which
they cannot harness to their advantage. However, the reason the recyclers
see deindustrialization, military downsizing, and the War on Drugs as antag-
onistic forces is not because they are inherently external, but because these
forces are part of a social order in which they have no part, Flexible nineties
America doesn’t harness their interests, or articulate their experience. The
era of Keynesianism and the Pax Americana was equally “big,” but there
they felt part of the bigness. Indeed, as soldiers, unionized workers, and
consumers of goods subsidized by American market control, they were part
of it. Even Desmond made his living catering to a prosperous black working-
class audience, now either scatiered outside the historical black communi-
ties or suffering in their decay. The swinging club strips fed by the postwar
black prosperity have diminished or disappeared.

This new order introduced by the Reagan administration, like its
Keynesian predecessor, is not only global but profoundiy local. It presents
itself to individuals in the form of both overwhelming constraints and novel
opportunities. Here in San Francisco the winners and losers are painfully
thrust together. The disproportionately black and Latino working class, the
elderly, and the poor of the city are progressively displaced into Oakland
and smaller depressed suburbs by all the young people from suburban
backgrounds pouring in to take advantage of the flexibility, good pay, inter-
esting work, and pscudo-Bohemian lifestyles offered by the computer indus-
try in the Silicon Valley and San Francisco’s Multimedia Gulch. San Fran-
cisco has lost over half of its African American population since 1g70. As for
the homeless, the software takeoff has nothing to offer them beyond a glut
of mineral-water empties. Emaciated panhandlers with hunted eyes creep
into the less well lit restaurants and bars, trying to hustle a buck before
expulsion.

The pros feel left behind-—Sam explicitly calls himself a “relic.” But in
their homeless state, the pros are in their own way integral manifestations of
resurgent conservatism in the United States. Mass homelessness is the most
visible and, to many, the most disturbing result of the end of the Keynesian
tax-and-spend model. The recyclers are therefore not exactly fypical but
are emblematic in their fall from working-class respectability into indigent
marginality. : .
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The recyclers are also emblematic in that the poor—most specifically
“welfare mothers,” ghetto dwellers, the homeléss, or destitute addicts—are
the most common targets of the compulsion to adapt that is the Zeitgeist of
the last fifteen years,

Newt Gingrich, coordinator of the Republican 1996 “Contract with
America,” said that “we simply must abandon the welfare state and move to
an opportunity society.”® Most Democrats concur, intoning that removing
government support from the disadvantaged is the truly compassionate
choice, the only way to save them from isolation and degradation. In the sec-
ond presidential debate of the 1996 campaign, Bill Clinton claimed:

I started.working on welfare reform . . . becausé I was sick of seeing people
tral?pefi in a system that was increasingly physically isolating them and making
their kids more vulnerable to getting in trouble.28

Both parties would have us believe that the solution to endemic poverty
is good honest work, yet the conditions of available jobs for unskilled work-
ers are unlikely to pull a person, let alone a family, out of poverty. Workfare
workers are not covered by federal wage legislation. Indeed, under the
terms of the Personal Responsibility Act they do not have to be paid any- .
thing over their basic welfare benefit level. The entry of both high numbers
of workfare workers and workers previously on welfare is likely to depress
wages considerably in low-wage labor-markets, where workers already strug-
gle to pay for housing, medical treatment, and ‘childcare.?’

Protecting the wages and working conditions of citizens is no longer a
realistic approach in a globalized world, explains Robert Reich, the center-
left secretary of labor during Clinton’s first term. Contemporary govern-
ment should resign itself to the reality that multinational corporations can
set the basic terms of the work environment. Government should concen-
trate on leading the population into the most favorable niches in the inter-
national economy. In their turn, the American public should concentrate
on skill acquisition so that as many of them as possible can become sym-
bolic analysts, the only workers who can expect decent pay and working
conditions.?® :

Even before they became homeless, there was little chance of middle-
aged, relatively uneducated men like the pros moving into the areas of job
growth. Too young for retirement, too old for radically new directions, most
of the recyclers have neither the education for high tech jobs nor the
capacity for “emotion work” necessary for most service jobs.?? These kinds of

life histories tend to produce men who are both uncomfortable and inex-
perienced at using their “personality” for direct economic gain. Besides,
even minimum-wage employers are likely to dismiss such job applicants as
potentially overly assertive and unlikely to learn new work practices. And
they might well be right, After all, what the recyclers took for granted about
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their old work, and what they recreate in recycling, is th_e minimum level of
“emotion work,” hustle, and “sucking up.” Such jobs are now hard to find.

HOMELESSNESS: SYMPTOM OR DISEASE?

S0 what about the experts, the researchers in academia, social welfa.re insf:i—
tutions, and policy think tanks? Rather than exploring the relano_nshlp
between homelessness and neoliberal America, most have adopted a disease
model which focuses on the grubby, addicted, and depressed poor thc.m-
selves. Where hardline conservatives see intentional homelessness and crim-
inality, the disease model places the homeless under a ﬁne. nﬁcroscopf:, sep-
arating them into various categories of disability. Mental 111‘ness, addlcucfn,
and family dysfunction are each measured in order to build a composite
model of the problem. _

The disease model did not always dominate the debate on homelessness.
A structural model that focused on war and economy had its currency in the
early 1980s when the Reagan revolution tock an ax to the remaining (%rf:at
Society programs and a century of labor rights. Many New Left activists
eagerly responded by taking up the cause of homele:ssngss, as a case in
which the poverty and desperation of the victims were 1ndlsquablc. Here,
perhaps, corporate downsizing, union busting, and Reaganomics could be
shown to be inhumane, just as the homeless “Hoovervilles” had served Fhe
reform discourse of the depression era.® No doubt the popular perception
of homeless people as relatively racially diverse,l co.mpared to .the g'h.etto
poor, helped this construction of deservingness. Similarly, the prior military
service of many homeless men continues to be an important source of sym-
pathy and funds. N ‘

And so for a time during the eighties the activists were considerably suc-
cessful with their structural analysis. Liberal mass media often presented the
homeless as ordinary people down on their luck, especially emphasizing
homeless two-parent families, which are in fact relatively rare.” The home-
less Vietnam veteran, alternately wounded everyman and modern-day gun-
slinger, became a stock figure, played in Hollywood by Sylvester Stallone,
Liam Neeson, and Jean-Claude Van Damme % N

Both conservatives and health professionals eventually developed critiques
of this “ideological” hyperbole, agreeing that the activists grossly overesti-
mated the numbers of homeless, and that their conception of a large workn?g—
class pool “at risk” of homelessness relied on ridiculous claims of similarity
between the homeless and the general public. The National Coalition for the
Homeless and various city-level advocacy groups and organizations of the
homeless continue to articulate a structural interpretation, but the disease
model counter-interpretation now dominates the press, the Democratic party
establishment, and the more liberal state and local governments.
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From the point of view of most health professionals in the field, home-
lessness is a symptom of the severe mental illness and substance abuse of the
few, and has little to do with working and housing conditions for the many.#
This individualization of the causes of homelessness restricts legitimate
research to examinations of the individual characteristics that prevent

~ homeless people from fitting in and to studies of the best ways to help them

move back into society. The nature of the society they are expected to fit in
to is rarely subject to debate, While the “homelessness industry” provides
essential practical services to the homeless, its resistance to structural inter-
pretations and solutions echoes the “sobriety plus hard work” prescription
of the urban missions of the early twentieth: century. Like those of the free
market conservatives, such interpretations naturalize the relatively recent
social and economic structure of the United States in the nineties into a
given—jobs and housing”—forgetting the administered, sometimes nego-
tiated terrain that was the norm for fifty years after the New Deal.

The better shelters, drug rehabilitation centers, and even prisons do
reach out to help those who have hit rock-bottom, provided they are willing
to acknowledge their sickness and take the approved steps out of it.* Those
diagnosed with depression and other mental disorders must promise to stay
on their drugs; while those diagnosed as addicts must strive to stay off theirs.
Yet at the same time, low wages, harsh sentencing policies, and cuts in wel-
fare and disability entitlements keep pressing down on the poorer members
of the working class, steadily increasing the number of the near-homeless
and despairing. The homelessness industry can do little about the constant
supply of clients, only try its best to turn a few of them around with little
more than “self-esteem,” Prozac, or the fellowship of Narcotics Anonymous
to help them. :

The proponents of the disease model are right in noting that the struc-
tural perspective of homeless activists and advocates tends to underplay
addictions and mental instability among the homeless, Most clearly, there is
no doubt that the isolation and extreme poverty of a sizable minority of the

homeless that suffer from organic mental illness has much more to do with

misguided policy and changes in family structure than with changes in the
labor market. However, the disease model sets up.a false antagonism
between “proximal” causes, such as depression or substance abuse, and
structural conditions beyond the individual’s control—the shrinking mar-
ket for manual laborers, for example. This line of thought tends to obscure
the complex relationship between the personal and the structural, For men
like Sam, there is rarely a simple one-way relationship between drinking,
getting laid off, marital breakdown, and homelessness. Or, again, between
a long prison sentence, drugs, and depression, in the case of Desmond.
Similarly, the same self-destructive or unstable behavior carries very differ-
ent outcomes, depending on a person’s degrg_e of family support and his or
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her position in society. If Clarence had had a close, loving family to return
to, technical or educational qualifications, or even just friends with civilian
employment know-how, it is unlikely that his discharge from the military ,
would have left him so fundamentally alone.

Drug and alcohol use and abuse, after all, are endemic to society, both in
urban and rural areas. Yet most people with addictions continue to function
in their work lives. Cocaine, in particular, is favored by workers in high-stress
jobs—high-end restaurant workers and lawyers, as well as the overtime
hounds of the working class. One of the other recyclers developed his habit
while working as a house painter. “The money was no good, so they paid us
a bonus in cocaine. I'd never done it before. It used to be expensive. But on
that painting crew there was a fair amount of peer pressure. You know, if
yow're not one of the boys, you won’t get called next time. Some jobs it's
beer, some jobs it’s coke, or crack. You work better on coke, of course.”

The connection among drug use, hard labor, and impoverished men
goes way back. Like the Bolivian miners chewing their coca leaves, the
tramps and hoboes who built America used alcohol heavily to numb their
regrets and and reward their back-breaking labor. Nels Anderson tells how
the “hoboes” served an intermediate role in developing the West in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. They arrived too late for the

. great land grabs, but served a vital “in-between” role as cheap, flexible labor

power for the extractive industries that fueled the American juggernaut.
The hobo labor market centered on the railway hub of Chicago; half a mil-
lion transients passed through that city every year. Too poor to marry, too
proud to do, service jobs, the hard-drinking, rebellious hoboes became a
class of their own, often ending up dependent on the urban missions when
economic slumps, old age, or industrial injury cut them down.*

Tt was not their hard drinking that destroyed the hobo class. Just as the
steel mills, auto plants, and other heavy industries of the postwar period
closed their doors on the industrial worker of the 1g70s and 8os, the indus-
trial frontier gradually lost its use for the hobo. Mechanization, corporate
consolidation, and family settlement of the West lowered the demand for
large numbers of migrant workers to build railroads, work temporary min-
ing camps, harvest ice, and move crops. In this later phase, in the 19z0s and
30s, the underemployed hobo became a burden on the cities, as more and
more former transients turned into “home guards”—low-paid petty work-
ers, panhandlers, and con artists.

Like the homeless in the 1g8os, the “transients” of the 1g20s became 2
much-discussed social problem. Charitable municipal communities were
instituted, and thé hobo became an early subject of the new discipline of
psychopathology. Specialists generally presented the problem in individual

terms. Even though it was the demand of the frontier for a tough, flexibl
hachelor workforce that had created skid row, its culture, and characteristi
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institutions, the psychopathologists and social workers assessed the “hobo
problem” purely in terms of the personality defects of the homeless man, his
immature “wanderlust,” “egocentricity,” “emotional instability,” and, above
ali, his drinking, :

Anderson, who was a former hobo and the chiid of a transient worker,
tended to a more holistic analysis: :

All the problems of the homeless man go bﬁck in one way or another to the
conditions of his work. The irregularity of his employment is reflected in the
irregularity of all phases of his existence, To deal with him even as an individ-
ual, society must deal also with the economic forces which have formed his
behavior, with the seasonal and cyclical fluctuations in industry. This means
that the problem of the homeless man is not local but national,

For Anderson, the primary solution to the hobo problem would be the
“decasualization of labor,” to be achieved by instituting a wellfunded
national employment system with the job of regulating employment agen-
cies, providing public works for periods of business depression, and regu-
lating unemployment insurance in vulnerable industries.®”

And indeed this is what came to be in the New Deal era. First, the great
depression pulled so many of the population into skid row that the struc-
tural interpretation of vagrancy gained unprecedented strength. The
Roosevelt administration set up the Works Progress Administration and the
Civilian Conservation Corps work programs, and the new Social Security
entitlements rescued the elderly from skid row. In the wartime and postwar
boom, the skid rows of America shrank to a fraction of their-old glory, the
radical ramps of the IWW died out, and the majority of the white working
class found the means for marriage and stability in the new tax-and-spend
commonwealth. ﬁ

Now the shape of the society has changed again, and the 19gos are not
so very different from the 1gzos. It is an age of hype and glitter, and there
are new fortunes to be made, but at the same time large numbers of work-
ers have been displaced, and are roaming the country for work. This time,
the labor surplus is less about the closing of the second frontier and the
mechanization of farming, and more about globalization and the collapse
of heavy industry and union labor. As then, free-market politics are in
ascendancy and imprisonment rates are high, And, once again, hundreds of
thousands of single indigent men and women crowd the skid row areas of
the major cities, panhandling, working by the day, selling papers, selling sex,

and operating various minor scams. This time they are younger, and more
of them are black or brown-skinned. The poorest of them are homeless.
Like Anderson’s hoboes, today’s homeless men are a hard-drinking,

- hard-drugging crew, with a disproportionate number of free-thinkers, ex-

onvicts, orphans, and other misfits.% If they have enough money they may

Spe
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stay in one of the few remaining single-occupancy hotfals.. The cage .hc.)tels
and flophouses that enabled their forerunners to sleep inside f'or a minimal
fee have disappeared. Now they can either sleep in shelters similar to the
old missions or lie outside in the streets or under bridges, in doorw?ys, or
over steam vents, Like the mission stiffs of the twenties, a disproportionate
number of the homeless and near-homeless are sick or di'sabled: Around g0
percent are said to show signs of serious mental illness.” A sig'mﬁcant .mod-
ern development is that illness has become much more luc‘:ratlve .than it was
in the past. Now, a crippling hit-and-run injury or the d1agn.0515 of a life-
threatening illness is surprisingly often assessed as “worth it by. 2 man
exhausted from years on the street. Now he will quaIify. for_ $11sab111ty pay-
ments and can finally move inside, into his own place. Disability becomes a
solution as well as a cause of homelessness for some individua}s. ' ‘

Today, however, the problem of homelessness is even more international
tharrit was in the Great Depression. In all the richest countries of the world,
large numbers of men of working age are sleeping rough. In Japan, f‘?r
example, homelessness has become a major issue since the recent economic
crisis. In urban underpasses armies of men sleep in cardbc?ar'd boxes, their
shoes neatly positioned beside them. France, Russia, Britain, [taly—all the
European countries have their own manifestations of thf_: problem.

Like the psychopathologists of the twenties, most policy experts on the
subject of homelessness and indeed poverty in general, agree that t‘he
growth of homelessness in the eighties and nineties has httl.e to do with
labor or housing markets but is generated by diseases of the mind, dysfunc-
tional families, and demon drugs. Like the reformers of the past, some favor
outreach and treatment, others prohibition and imprisonment.

The radical homelessness advocates see the homeless as canaries in the
mine, the vulnerable or unlucky few who are the first to succumb to the dan-
gerous gases around all of us. And many poor and workin”g-c;la\_ss peop'le
agree that they are “one paycheck away from honu.elessness. Lillian Rt}bm
says that “Nothing [better] exemplifies the change in the twenty years since
1 last studied working-class families than the fear of being “on the street.”®

Yet at the same time, policy experts, politicians, and other opinion lead-
ers continme to medicalize homelessness, telling us that the canaries are suf-
fering from a specific disease of their own. All we can do is help the best of
them back into the mine, where work shall set them free. With such lordly
discourses we render natural and inevitable the grand social upheavals of
our times: the sweeping destruction of blue-collar living standards, the mass
incarceration of black men, and the wholesale abandonment of the poor.

NOTES

In the academic field T received wonderful encouragement and. guidanf:c from
Leslie Salzinger and Amy Schalet. Back home, my band—Andrew, Josh, Gina, and
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James—and my chosen family—Tricia, John-boy, Kev, and Mark—all did their best
to keep my feet on the ground and my heart full of music during a difficult period
of my life. My biggest thank-you goes to all the recyclers who helped me with this
research, especially Sam, Clarence, and Desmond, a]:l fictitious names. I dedicate the
chapter to those who didn’t make it. Rest in peace, brothers.
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